Recently, internet addiction has turned into a major concern all over the world. According to scientific evidences, people with higher emotional intelligence are less addicted to the Internet; however, the type and strength of this relation is still a matter of debate. Due to a lack of information in this regard, the present study has been conducted as a meta-analysis method to this end.
I N T R O D U C T I O N
In recent years, Internet usage has grown significantly throughout the world. Apart from the various benefits provided by this communicative device in the improvement of human life, the inappropriate usage of this device could result in undesirable consequences, including Internet addiction (1) .
Nowadays, the phenomenon of Internet addiction has turned into an emerging, noteworthy concern for mental health in a number of countries (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) .
Internet addiction was first put forth in 1996 when people were seen using the Internet inappropriately. This condition could disrupt the life of its addicted users in the way that drugs and alcohol could do to their users (9). It could go as far as driving them to lose control of normal Internet usage, subsequently making them face difficulties in their family and social interactions, as well as their educational or job-related performance (10) .
Based on the available evidence, people who spend an extremely long time, i.e. 20-80 hours a week or more than 15 hours in a working session, on the Internet may suffer from pathological disorders such as despair, social isolation, anxiety and depression (11) . Moreover, poor sleeping habits, smoking, poor nutrition, low physical activity (12) , as well as low emotional intelligence are assumed to be other difficulties commonly observed in people addicted to the Internet (13) .
As scholars believe, people with high emotional intelligence may have less tendency to Internet addiction (14) (15) (16) , because these people, due to their emotional intelligence, may be able to control their own or emotions and excitements of other people, and to make distinctions between them; plus, they may also be able to take advantage of their information in order to implement their own thoughts and actions as well (17) .
Regarding the remarks outlined above, a number of studies have investigated the relation between emotional intelligence and Internet addiction in Internet users, and as a result contradictory results were obtained (16, (18) (19) (20) (21) , so the type (negative or positive) and strength of the relation between these concepts is still a matter of debate. To cover this informational gap, the present study was performed via a meta-analysis method to more precisely evaluate the observational studies on the relation between Internet addiction and emotional intelligence.
M E T H O D S

Search strategy
Scopus, Web of Knowledge, Science Direct, Medline, Springer, Google Scholar, and Persian databases such as Magiran and Scientific Information Databases (SID) -published before the August 10, 2016 -were searched using the following key words: 'internet', 'internet users', 'internet addiction', and 'emotional intelligence'. No restrictions of time and language were imposed on the search strategy. The search process was done by two of the researchers separately. For statistical pooling, the random effect model was used. In order to access studies more relevant to the given subject, the reference lists of the papers in the meta-analysis were reviewed profoundly. Any disagreements in results were resolved by the consensus of the study group members.
All descriptive studies reporting the correlation between Internet addiction and emotional intelligence were considered in this research. Inclusion criteria for the studies were as follows: 1) the study type has to be observational (correlational); 2) the study is required to investigate the relation between Internet addiction and emotional intelligence; and 3) the correlation level (r) between Internet addiction and emotional intelligence has to be presented or information based on which the correlation could be computed is required to be presented. The exclusion criteria consisted of all the studies that had merely presented the correlation of Internet addiction under the emotional intelligence subscales or had failed to present an overall score for the respective scale, or the concepts of Internet addiction and emotional intelligence had been separately investigated in the systematic reviews and descriptive studies (studies with inadequate results for the meta-analysis).
Data extraction
For studies included in the meta-analysis, the name of the author, the year of publication, country, sample size, gender and age range of the participants, the field of study, measurement tool of emotional intelligence and that of Internet addiction were separately extracted by two of the researchers. The disagreement among the results was resolved by consensus of the peers. Quality assessment of the papers included in meta-analysis was performed using the qualitative measurement tool related to observational studies (22) . During the evaluation process, papers having less than 50% of the inclusion criteria were removed from the study.
Statistical analysis
The statistical analysis of the study was carried out by taking into account the differences existing among the studies included in the meta-analysis, via the random effects model. The aforementioned model allows the researcher to determine the extent of real effects of the variables which most likely vary in the papers included in the meta-analysis (23) .
The Cochrane Q test and I2 index were used to respectively measure the heterogeneity, and to quantify the heterogeneity ratio of the studies included in the meta-analysis. The I2 index represents the ratio of true variance observed in the selected studies.
Meta-regression and subgroup analyses were used to describe the true heterogeneity in the studies and its possible relation with covariates (sex, age range, the year of publication, country, sample size, kind of measurement tool for emotional intelligence and Internet addiction, the field of study and the study populations), and also to evaluate the qualitative state of the included studies.
Furthermore, for measuring publication bias, Funnel plotting, the Egger's regression intercept (24) and Begg and Mazumdar method (25) were used. Funnel plot is a plot in which the standard errors of the studies included in meta-analysis and their impacts are placed on the Y-and the X-axis, respectively. Asymmetry of these plots may be due to the publication bias of the studies included in the meta-analysis (23) . Finally, the data analysis in this research was executed by utilizing a Comprehensive Meta-Analysis (CMA) software version 3 (Biostat, Englewood, NJ, USA). Figure 1 illustrates the flowchart of search strategy for the studies included in the meta-analysis.
R E S U L T S
In the searching phase, a comprehensive search in the previously-mentioned databases was begun, where in 1,482 studies appeared to be possibly appropriate. Then, 1,421 papers were removed due to their irrelevant titles or abstracts.
Afterwards, the full text of 61 remaining articles were profoundly evaluated and finally 48 studies were excluded due to being review articles, duplicate publication or even descriptive studies which had investigated the concepts of Internet addiction and/or emotional intelligence separately in their sample populations. Therefore, 13 articles, constituting a total of 3,625 participants, in which the correlation between Internet addiction and Studies were excluded due to review articles, systematic reviews, duplicate publication and studies with inadequate results for the metaanalysis Studies included in metaanalysis =13 emotional intelligence was studied, were included for meta-analysis (14-16, 18-21, 26-31) .
Among the included studies, 2 articles -each containing 2 separate subgroups for gender and age were assumed as separate studies (16, 20) . Finally, the metaanalysis was carried out on a total of 15 papers. The features of the included studies are presented in Table 1 . Figure 2 demonstrates the Forest Plot of the correlation between Internet addiction and emotional intelligence in the included studies. Among all the included studies (n = 15), in two studies a positive and poor relation between Internet addiction and emotional intelligence was reported (18, 19) ; in four studies, an inverse and poor relation (15, 21, 29, 30 ) was found; in three studies, an inverse and moderate (14, 26, 28) relation; in three other studies, an inverse and strong (16, 20, 27) relation; and in one study, no relation was reported (31) .
Pooled results of the present study revealed a moderate and inverse relation between Internet addiction and emotional intelligence (Pooled Correlation = -0.393; [95% CI, -0.564 -0.190]) (Figure 2 ).
Figure 2. Forest plot of the correlation between Internet addiction and emotional intelligence based on the random effects model
Cochran Q index was representative of the heterogeneity (Q = 623:192, df: 14, p = 0.000) in the included studies. I2 index (97.75%) also indicated a high ratio of true heterogeneity in the studies included in the metaanalysis. To describe the actual heterogeneity between the studies, meta-regression indicated a significant the studies, meta-regression indicated a significant relation with the covariates of publication year of studies (Intercept = -0.813, p = 0.007), country in which the studies were done (Intercept = -0.811, p = 0.0001), age range of the participants (Intercept = -0.996, p = 0.006), and emotional intelligence measurement tool (Intercept = -0.813, p = 0.01). However, the mentioned heterogeneity had no significant relation (p > 0.05) with the covariates of sample size, setting and the measurement tool of Internet addiction.
To investigate the relation between the pooled results and the papers publication years in subgroup analysis, the studies were classified into two groups of after and before 2013. The pooled correlation in subgroup analysis pertaining to publication year (when (24), the Begg and Mazumdar rank correlation test, Classic failsafe N, and Duval and Tweedie's Trim and Fill were used to measure publication bias. Figure 5 shows the funnel plot of the publication bias with regards to the correlation between Internet addiction and emotional intelligence. Egger's regression intercept (Intercept = -0.037, p = 0.994) and Begg and Mazumdar rank correlation (Tau = 0.000, p = 0.5) were representative of a relatively symmetrical funnel plot; however, no evidence of publication bias between Internet addiction and emotional intelligence was observed.
Classic fail-safe N test also presented 2,323 studies required to be added to the meta-analysis to increase pvalue up to more than Alpha value, representing the lack of publication bias in the present study as well as the fairly symmetrical funnel plot.
. In spite of the fact that to date there has been no study on the relation between Internet addiction and emotional intelligence via the meta-analysis method, the results presented by Bai et al. (2015) show that internet addicts have low emotional intelligence. They also concluded that emotional intelligence is often considered a mediator affecting the level of Internet addiction of users (13) . In a systematic review, Kuss et al. (2014) indicated that Internet addiction may provide obligatory use of Internet and adverse consequences for the people addicted to it (1). These symptoms are extremely similar to the consequences resulted from drug addiction, e.g. mood swings, intolerance, isolation, conflict, and relapse (32) . However, these symptoms may vary from person to person (16) .
Regarding the findings, studies included in metaanalysis were heterogeneous, that is to say there was a high level of heterogeneity (I2 = 97.75%) among the included studies. A part of the difference existing in the effect size of the included studies may have resulted from the age difference of the participants, the country where the study was carried out, and/or the year of publication of the respective study. The general effect size associated with the studies performed before and after-2013 were -0.334; [95% CI, -0.547 -0.081] and -0.454; [95% CI, -0.703 -0.107], respectively. This finding is in line with the results presented by Kuss et al. (2014) . The present researchers found that Internet addiction is related to personal and social traits as well as the socialmental factors of the people addicted to the Internet (1).
Moreover, it was found that the heterogeneity in the present study fails to be related to the measurement tools of Internet addiction. This heterogeneity may be due to the limited numbers of Internet addiction measurement tools in the included studies. Kuss et al. (2014) also dealt with the various tools used to investigate the Internet addiction in the studies done in this area; they consequently concluded that this condition could be the result of a lack of specific standard for the classification of Internet addiction (1) .
In subgroup analysis, from the perspective of gender, the pooled results associated with the male group were more than both female and female/male group. The difference may be due to the prevalence of Internet addiction phenomenon among men rather than women. There is ample support for this claim by the researches reporting the prevalence of Internet addiction in males rather than females (33) (34) (35) (36) (37) (38) (39) . Albeit, in some cases such a phenomenon was mostly observed in female rather than in the opposite sex (40) , and as there is an inconclusive debate in this regard, more studies are hence required.
In the subgroup analysis, when the analysis is merely limited to age group, there is a stronger correlation between Internet addiction and emotional intelligence in the 13-15 age group compared to other age groups -0.760; [95% CI, -0.812-0.696], whereas this relation is at the moderate level in the 20-30 age group -0.316;[95% CI, -0.501-0.103]. This finding is consistent with the results presented by Kuss et al (41) ; nevertheless, more evidence is required in this regard.
In spite of the fact that this study is the first to have addressed the relation between Internet addiction and Emotional Intelligence and has presented the intensity and direction of such concepts, in practice it faced several limitations such as a lack of access to more scientific databases, and inadequate similar studies for the sake of results comparison.
C O N C L U S I O N
Totally, there was a moderate and inverse relation between Internet addiction and emotional intelligence. However, it seems that the given concepts are related to personal, social and cultural traits, hence more evidence is required to confirm the presented claim.
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